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Thesis Question
How can we make sense
of—and account for— the
responsibility of
individuals in situations of
structural injustice?

§ What conceptions of responsibility do existing
capability theories espouse and what are their
limitations?
§ How can we better understand and
conceptualize responsibility for structural
injustice in the capability approach?
§ What can the capability approach take from the
broader philosophical literature on
responsibility?
§ What can the experiences recounted by corn
farmers and corn traders/financiers from the
Upper Pulangi District in Bukidnon (Philippines)
add to our understanding of responsibility for
structural injustice in the capability approach
and its applications?

the evaluative
space of
capabilities
and
functionings

Contextualizing
Responsibility
§ The capability
approach
§ The concept of
responsibility and its
relationship to
agency freedom

responsibility
as a
manifestation
of agency
freedom

acting on
structural
injustice as a
manifestation of
responsibility

Conceptions of Responsibility
In the
capability
approach
In
contemporary
philosophical
literature

• Capability theories
• Sen (from a more classical liberal conception of responsibility to
responsibility as positional and contextual)

• Crocker (2008) (responsibility of an ethical consumer)
• Nebel and Herrera Rendon Nebel (2018) (responsibility as a
measure of the “meta-capability of agency)
• Capability applications?

• individual responsibility vs. collective responsibility
• ethical/moral theory; legal theory

• political responsibility
• Hannah Arendt, Iris Marion Young, Catherine Lu

Why Young?
§ Resonances with Sen and other capability theories
§ Immanent, comparative approach to injustice vs. transcendental
approach to justice
§ Priority given to being over having/outcomes over distribution of
goods
§ Articulation of the multidimensional and multifactorial nature of
deprivation
§ Shared “realization-focused perspective” (Sen 2010, 21) and
commitment to the reduction of injustice
§ confront concrete situations of injustice, articulate the injustice in these situations, act on reducing
injustice and working towards justice

Young’s Social Connection Model of
Responsibility
Tareq Salahuddin, 2011 Creative Commons 2.0 License

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Garment_factory_in_Bangladesh_Women_working.jpg

§ Not isolating.

§ “Where there is structural injustice, finding some people guilty of perpetrating
specific wrongful actions does not absolve others whose actions contribute to the
outcomes from bearing responsibility.” (Young 2013, 106)

§ Judging background conditions.

§ “[It] brings into question precisely the background conditions that ascriptions of
blame or fault consider to be normal.” (107)

§ More forward-looking than backward-looking.

§ “The injustices produced through structures have not reached a terminus, but rather
are ongoing. The point is not to compensate for the past…” (109)

§ Shared Responsibility.

§ “[A] responsibility I personally bear, but I do not bear it alone. I bear it in the
awareness that others bear it with me…the inchoate collective of which I am a part,
which together produces injustice.” (109)

§ Discharged only through collective action.

§ ”These processes can be altered only if many actors from diverse positions within the
social structures work together to intervene in them...” (111)

Situating agents
within unjust structures (Alkire 2006)
§ Who are the agents in these
structures? How are they
related?
§ Four groups
§
§
§
§
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Affected persons
Compassionate bystanders
Committed activists
Partially decisive powerbrokers

Field Context: LUCID Project

In the field: continuing conversations with farmers,
creditors/financiers, traders, local government officials,
corporate sales agents for seed companies
Raissa Javier 2019. Courtesy of the LUCID Project.

Philosophizing in the field
§ Why philosophize in the field?

§ Sen: comparative, not transcendental
§ Young: “normative reflection that is
historically and socially contextualized”
(2011, 5)
§ What can these descriptions and
reflections have to add to our
understanding and conception of
responsibility, to make the capability
approach more responsive to lived
reality? What particular shortcomings are
highlighted by this comparison and
confrontation?
§ Specify the imitations of my own
positionality

Prospective
contributions of
my research
§ The need to specify
responsibility the
capability approach and
its applications lest we fall
into the same trap as the
approaches we criticise
§ Responsibility in
knowledge production:
avoiding extractive
relations? Especially in
context of Philippine
postcolonial reality

promotion of
freedom

multidimensional

reduction of
injustice

responsibility
for structural
injustice
(in the
capability
approach)

the locus of
individual and the
collective;
relational/ “social
connection”
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